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Cobb: The Florida Militia and the Affair at Withlacoochee

THE FLORIDA MILITIA AND THE AFFAIR
AT WITHLACOOCHEE
By S AMUEL E. C OBB
Many varied types of organizations, generally
spoken of as the militia, came into existence during
the Seminole wars in Florida. They ranged from
ephemeral units, organized for a particular purpose
and at a particular time which were disbanded after
a retaliatory attack had been made on the Indians,
or the raiding Indians had been dispersed to the
fairly well organized military unit, mobilized under
the authority of the territorial and national governments and attached to the Federal army.
One of the frontiers of an expanding nation, Florida, in the fall of 1835, was experiencing one of her
greatest periods of unrest. Disturbances caused by
the vast political, economic, and social changes of
the United States were reflected in the territory.
The earlier settlers were taking firmer root and another influx was creating an increasing demand for
new land.
The Seminole Indians, prior claimants to the peninsula, were, in the eyes of the white man, obstacles
in the path of progress. They were accused of appropriating-and this term is used with reservations-and of clinging to, the better tracts for their
own savage culture.
Attempts to remove the Seminole nation and to
concentrate its tribes west of the Mississippi, had
NOTE-No incident of the Seminole War caused a more acrimonious controversy than that over the participation-or the
reason for the non-participation-of the Florida volunteers
in the fight at the Withlacoochee (the unending contest between professional and amateur). Mr. Cobb, of the staff of
The National Archives, gives us extracts from several documents on each side, from that source and other sources, as
well as a naive account of a volunteer from a contemporaneous Tallahassee newspaper. This paper was read before
the Florida Historical Society, February 9, 1940. Ed.

128

Published by STARS, 1940

1

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 19 [1940], No. 2, Art. 5

been made through the media of several treaties.
These were the pacts signed in Florida at Camp
Moultrie in 1823, at Payne’s Landing in 1832, and
at Fort Gibson, Arkansas in 1833. Although these
treaties were drawn between representatives of the
United States government and the accepted representatives of the Seminole nation, they tended to
create friction rather than smooth the way for
peaceable migration.
The Indians disclaimed the authority of certain
chiefs who had acted for the nation, and the negotiating chiefs themselves flatly denied the terms of the
treaties, as they were interpreted by the United
States-that the Indians relinquish their claims to
the land and migrate. In these misunderstandings,
coupled with the alleged treachery and double-dealing on the part of some of the Government agents,
lay the causes of the smouldering resentment of the
Indians. This feeling resulted in minor disturbances
over a period of years, and finally burst forth.
On September 1, 1835, General Duncan L. Clinch,
in command of the United States troops in Florida,
reported to Washington “the particulars of a most
atrocious murder.” Private Dalton of the 3rd Artillery, having been dispatched “on a mule with the
mail from Fort Brooke to Fort King. . . was met by
a party of six Mickasuky Indians who murdered &
scalped him, ripped open his body and threw it into
1
a pond of water."
On October 8 General Clinch had written that
“The time will soon arrive when a large number
of the Seminole tribe of Indians have agreed to
move to the West. There are still however a large
number that are unwilling to remove; & from recent
indications I am induced to believe, that force will
1.

Archives of The Department of War, The National Archives,
AGO, 352-C.
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have to be used to compel them to comply with their
Treaty stipulations.” He stated further that “the
force placed under my command is inadequate to
enforce a compliance with their Treaty, to give such
protection to the frontier settlements, as their apprehensions from the Indians & from another species of population induced them to expect from the
Government. I strongly & respectfully urge & recommend the calling into the service . . . for a term of
two or three months, one hundred and fifty mounted
volunteers . . . This species of force would, in my
opinion owing to the nature of the country, be the
most efficient and least expensive . . . Being well
mounted and all of them good woodsmen & good
riders, & well acquainted with every part of the
country-many of them deeply interested in its protection-would give them a decided advantage over
any other species of troops for the kind of service
they would be required to perform . . . I have no
2
doubt they could be raised without any difficulty."
That the settlers were already taking matters in
their own hands is demonstrated by an occurrence in
the early part of December. “A self organized
party of citizens about 14 in number acting without
the least judgement or prudence were fired on by a
party of Indians . . . & one man killed and another
had his horse shot from under him, and his arm
broke.” In reporting this incident Clinch again
took the opportunity to remind the Federal Government that “If there had been authority for raising
the 150 mounted men, recommended by me last summer, the frontier settlements would at this time have
3
been quiet."
In these troubled times such vigilante parties,
some assuming the dignified title of militia, some
2. Ibid. AGO, C-403.
3. Ibid. AGO, 500-C.
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frankly gathering to hunt out the Indian, some to
provide safety in their numbers when travelling,
were common.
One, Lieutenant Edmund Bird, states that “Capt.
S. V. Walker ordered out his company of Spring
Grove guards in the territorial service at the earnest
request of the citizens of the county and by the
advice of his friends; that it was not thought necessary or expedient to obtain an order from the Governor; the times being so critical and requiring more
prompt action than could be had by waiting for such
order. Capt. Walker’
s course was approved by Gen.
4
Thompson. . ."
These and other petitions for authority to raise
additional troops from among the territorials resulted on December 9, 1835 in permission “to call into
the service of the United States, upon the requisition of General Clinch, and to place under his command any portion of the militia of the Territory of
Florida, which he may find necessary for the sup5
pression of hostilities. . . ." General Clinch was
quick to take advantage of this permission and immediately called on the Governor for troops. The
Acting Governor, Mr. Walker, “Immediately issued
the necessary orders to General Call for raising
6
volunteers."
The bloody massacre of Brevet Major Dade and
his detachment and the murder of General Thompson, the Indian Agent, and Lieutenant Colonel
Smith ; both on the 28th of December, were potent
factors which hastened the clash on the banks of the
Withlacoochee. On December 29 General Clinch
reported from headquarters at Fort Drane that
4. Archives of the Thirtieth Congress, Territorial Papers, The
National Archives.
5. Archives of The Department of War, The National Archives,
War Office, Military Book, 14; pp. 367-368.
6. The Tallahassee Floridian, Dec. 12, 1835.
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“Col. Fanning with the principal part of his command . . . had started but a day or two before
[the murder of General Thompson and Lieut.
Smith] to join the main body of the army, which
7
will proceed immediately in pursuit of the enemy."
General Call had assembled a portion of the 7th
brigade of Florida Volunteers, which had been mustered in on December 6 probably in anticipation of
the proper authority from Clinch. He delivered
an appealing address to a group assembled at Tallahassee calling for volunteers. About “sixty young
men tendered their services” and “Left town the
next evening under the command of Captain Throop.
They were well mounted and made a handsome appearance. Jefferson, Madison and Gadsden counties also contributed their quotas. The battalion
when assembled” was “placed under the command
of Cols. Parish and Reid, who will no doubt give a
8
good account of their gallant little band."
Apparently General Call gathered various militia
units as he proceeded toward Fort Drane prior to
the engagement at Withlacoochee.
Although it has been established that many units
of Florida militia took part in earlier forays with
the Indians, it is apparent that some of them did
not see action at all during the long wars that ensued.
One, Isiah Smith, states in his claim that “I was
a corporal . . . I was elected to the office of corporal
. . . I furnished my own horse, gun and equipments.
My family being within one mile of the camp, the
captain gave me permission to remain at home during the night :-I was always at Camp during the
day.’’ This is signed “Isiah Smith X his mark”
Private James Johnson states “while I was in camp
7.
8.

Archives of The Department of War, The National Archives,
AGO C-511.
The Tallahassee Floridian, Dec. 12, 1835.
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I performed no duty whatever.” Another says
“The only duty performed by me was to assist in
carrying some bloodhounds to a post in the vicinity
of the rendezvous, and to escort a waggon train sent
9
for supplies."
While deserving credit for “individual bravery”
manifested as volunteers at the outbreak of the
Florida War, the militia as organized units evidenced considerable disorganization and lack of ef10
ficiency.
Fired with enthusiasm for the glory of
conquest they marched away to battle. More of a
social unit than a military one, they were often
victims of their own zeal. The horrors of actual
warfare with the Indians were brought home to
them when they encountered the experienced and
organized fighters under the able leadership of
Osceola several days later.
When General Call, commanding the volunteers,
joined the regular troops at Fort Drane, he informed General Clinch “that his command had been
raised to meet the crisis; and that most of their
terms of service would expire in a few days, which
11
made it necessary to act promptly." LieutenantColonel Fanning, of the regulars, arrived on the
27th and 29th with three companies from Fort King
and a battalion of regular troops. The brigade of
mounted volunteers composed of the 1st and 2nd
regiments, was commanded by Brigadier General
Call. The regulars and volunteers took up the line
of march for a point on the Ouithlacoochy river,
which was represented by the guides as being a good
ford.
9. Archives of the Thirtieth Congress, Military Claims.
10. Captain John T. Sprague, The Origin, Progress, and Conclusion of the Florida War, p. 145.
11. Archives of The Department of War, The National Archives,
AGO C-21.
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"

. . . . . . we pushed on with a view of carrying
the ford and surprising the main body of Indians
supposed to be concentrated on the west bank of the
river. But on reaching it, about daylight we found,
instead of a good ford, a deep and rapid stream
and no means of crossing, except in an old and dam12
aged canoe."
After part of the troops had crossed the river the
long war-whoop of the Seminoles was heard from
the west bank and the fight was on. The Indians,
“headed by Osceola and urged onward by his frantic
gestures and shrill voice, poured upon the troops a
13
shower of bullets."
Thus the much disputed battle of Withlacoochee
began. The time of the attack, the number of men
involved, and the part the volunteers played in
comparison to the activity of the regulars, were all
items of bitter dispute at the time. The latter question. was a particular bone of contention.
In his report to the governor, General Call stated
that “during the fight the volunteers continued to
cross the river and support the troops engaged, until the enemy was driven back. It was owing to
their appearance on the field, and the gallant intrepidity, with which they fought, that the regular
troops were not entirely cut off. It was to them as
well as to myself a source of deep mortification and
regret that so few of us should have been enabled
to participate in the danger and glory of the day ;
but, from the time of attack, and the circumstances
under which it was made, it was unavoidable. I
crossed the river myself during the fight, and did
14
not arrive on the field till it was nearly ended."

12. Ibid.
13. Sprague, p. 92.
14. American State Papers, Vol. VII, p. 220.
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A regular comments : “Four hundred and sixty
volunteers, under Gen. R. K. Call, were spectators
of this conflict across the river, excepting twentyseven, who under Col. Warren and Lieut. Col. Mills,
dashed over in spite of every obstacle, and by their
15
firmness and activity rendered efficient service."
General Clinch states “Brigadier General Call, after
using every effort to induce the volunteers remaining on the East Bank, when the action commenced
to cross the river and in arranging the troops still
remaining on that bank crossed over and rendered
important service by his coolness and judgement in
arranging part of his corps on the right of the Regulars, which gave much strength and security, to that
16
flank."
He does not mention any active fighting
on the part of the volunteers.
A first-hand account by one of the non-commissioned officers affords an interesting point of view.
“About 12 or 1 o’clock the regulars had all got
over, and some few of the volunteers, when the alarm
was given ‘the Indians are coming,’Our sentinels
were not placed far from the river, or you know
they would have seen the enemy and fired before us,
so as to apprise the army of the near approach of
the Indians, which would have given us time to have
gotten in readiness to meet them in proper order.
However I received my orders to take charge of
some 30 or 40 men, to guard the horses and baggage,
that were on the other side of the river. After waiting some 30 minutes or more, pretty much alarmed
I left my little company giving them orders to keep
their post, and in case of an attack not to fire a gun
until each man could bring his Indian to the ground.
The fighting during this time was at a distance of
15. Sprague, p. 92.
16. Archives of The Department of War, The National Archives,
AGO C-21.
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150 yards, my curiosity induced me to go on a small
hill and peep, (pretty much alarmed all the time),
when I got where I could see some of the Indians
and our men I took a good peep at them, and then
I began to reflect on our situation, I saw our men
running and I knew that they were about to yield
to the galling fire of the enemy, and thought they
would come on me. I knew that my small company
of men could not stand them. Therefore I determined to go and join them and all fall together,
after arriving safe & sound to the men that were
retreating, I asked Cap’t. Parish why he did not
make a charge on the Indians. His reply was he
did not know what to do. Cap't. Parish took his
gun like a man and fought-his men not many of
them were on the battle ground,-Gen. Clinch was
at the moment trying to rally his man & making
severe threats if they did not form the line. Col.
Parkhill, I had been informed, had ordered the
charge to be made, which I believe to be a fact, and
when I reached the spot, I found him riding up &
down the line with great spirit and animation trying to rally the soldiers to a renewal of the action.
It is a mistake about the General’s getting in front
of his men. I did myself do that thing, and said
to the brave volunteers that nothing but a manly
charge would save us, and all they wanted was a
leader, and requested them to follow me.-I then
addressed myself, in the same language to the regulars urging upon them the necessity of a charge.
Our General knows this to be a fact.-Well-into
the charge we went, not in military order, but in a
way to knock down and drag out, and by so doing,
be enable to conquer the Indians. In a few minutes
they were soon driven out from the field into a
thick cypress swamp. When I gave general orders
for each man to take his tree, and fight in their
136
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own way, and sure enough they gave us 1 or 2
rounds and retreated from the ground, until near
night, when we were about to cross the river, which
was a pleasing thing to all of us. However, we got
across safe, the men walked as light and as quick
as if they were on hot embers and myself one of
the number. After crossing the river I was ordered
by Gen. Clinch to take some men and move the dead
and wounded, to an Indian cowpen, about 50 yards
from the thickest swamp I most ever saw. During
this time the Indians were yelling in every direction.
I can tell you, we were all glad to get out of that
swamp and the cowpen, I determined not to camp
on that ground, because I wanted to fight the Indians
in their own way.-There had been some of the
wounded carried to that place, and one Doctor was
dressing their wounds, I observed to him that this
was too near to the swamp, the Indians would be
firing at us all night, and we should have no chance.
His reply was that he would not disobey orders. I
told him that I would, and went about 2 or 300 yards,
where we had a pond on one side, which protected
us, for had it not been for that pond, there would
not have been much coffee drunk there that night.I am giving true facts. The last man I brought out
of the swamp, as I passed the Doctor, I saw him
gathering up his men in a great hurry to go to my
camping ground. I observed to him passing by,
that he was wrong for disobeying orders, but I
got in reply nothing but a sour look.-In this time
all of our men had got to the camping ground. I
now began to reflect on the course I had pursued,
in making the charge, and disobeying order in the
removing the sick and wounded. I began to think
they would hold a court martial over my conduct
and agreeably to military law have me shot. There.
fore I determined to say something to Gen. Clinch
137
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about the business. So I took my cap off and went
to the General with it in my hand and observed to
him that I had disobeyed orders about the camping
ground and made some excuses about it, when he
raised up his hand said, “My good fellow dont say
anything more, this is the right place”-well I began to think all was well on account of my trial for
disobeying orders. As for the charge on the Indians
I know that was pleasing to the General, because
after it was over he passed by and observed “How
do you come on my good fellow.” I told him that
I was very much exhausted. He told me to come
to him. I did so and got a pat on the shoulder, and
then he ran his hand into his pocket and drew a
flask well charged and told me to take a good drink
of his brandy. I told him that I would with all my
heart. After getting over the strangling, I looked
at him and told the General I could make another
charge, he smiled and rode off to the river. This is
all true, let people say what they will, I am not
seeking an office, that, they well know. Nothing but
the plough handle suits me, and to attend my toll
gate. You shall certainly have a full statement of
the month’s service when I have time to write it all
down. The children are squalling on all sides and
17
I must conclude."
It is thus that the first real clash of the volunteers
with the enemy ended. Exhausted, without food,
many of their horses lost in the battle-their first
taste of military life left them with a yearning to
get home and protect their own homesteads.
The battle of words that fills the press of the day
is interesting.
“As to the credit of the affair, we are inclined
to give it to Powell as far as dash and enterprise
are concerned, and though our troops unquestion17. The Tallahassee Floridian, Feb. 20, 1836.
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ably maintained possession of the field of battle, he
succeeded in his object in preventing their further
advance, as is evident from their subsequent with18
drawal."
The confusion at Withlacoochee shared to a less
extent by Osceola and his men than by the regulars
and volunteers can be attributed to a tactical oversight on the part of the latter.
Although the stream had been “represented as a
good ford” the troops would probably have avoided being ambushed had a small scouting party been
sent ahead to examine the terraine before attempting to move the main body of troops across.
Osceola’s shrewdness is well demonstrated in
his surprise attack when the body of troops was
divided. He waited. Half the troops were on the
west bank, half were on the east bank. The crossing
was being made in one “old and damaged” canoe.
He struck at this moment. The result was confusion
19
for the Federal and Volunteer troops.

18. Ibid. Feb. 20, 1836.
19. Ibid.
NOTE-Requests for information concerning material in the custody of The National Archives, should be made to The Division of Reference, The National Archives, Washington, D. C.
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